
Lincoln Hospital in rural Washington State is transforming its cafeteria  
to encourage community members, patients, and staff to make  
healthier food choices. 

Davenport, a small rural community in 

eastern Washington State, has a 

population of almost 1,700 and few places 

for people to eat. Lincoln Hospital is not 

only the town’s Critical Access Hospital, 

but it’s also a community gathering place 

where patients, staff, county employees, 

and residents can come for conversation, 

comfort and good food. The hospital is 

particularly important for the town’s many 

seniors, who make up 19% of its 

population.  

Recognizing the hospital’s role in the 

community, Lincoln Hospital Administrator 

Tom Martin and Food Services Director 

Duane Smilden made a commitment to 

transform their food services operations 

from traditional hospital fare to a source of 

healthy, tasty food for everyone in the 

community. They just needed help figuring 

out how. 

Through Prevention First, the region’s 

1422-funded health promotion initiative, 

the Spokane Regional Health District was 

able to provide that help. Prevention First 

is led by Better Health Together in Spokane 

and focuses on actions and strategies to 
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prevent diabetes, high blood pressure and 

heart disease across a seven county region 

in northeastern Washington state.  

Making Small Changes to  
Promote Healthy Decisions 

In the summer of 2015, Julie Bongard with 

the Spokane Regional Health District 

conducted an environmental assessment 

of all the food service operations at Lincoln 

Hospital, including the cafeteria, vending 

machines and catering services that 

provide food for local events and 

government agencies. Using the 

Washington State Department of Health 

Healthy Nutrition Guidelines as a planning 

framework, Julie and Duane identified 

opportunities for improvement.  

Duane and his staff began implementing 

small changes over the next several 

months. Some of the changes were 

straightforward, such as modifying signage 

to make it clear that salads could be 

substituted for a side dish at no extra 

charge and changing out foods in the 

vending machines in favor of healthy 

snacks. Other changes relied on the 
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Healthy Nutrition 

Guidelines from the 

Department of Health 

strategy of “stealth health” to subtly 

promote healthier food choices. At Julie’s 

suggestion, Duane reordered the items on 

the cafeteria’s menus, putting the 

healthier items like fish and steamed 

vegetables at the top and fried foods like 

hamburgers at the bottom. She also 

pointed out that a cart near the checkout 

registers prominently featured cookies and 

donuts on the top shelf, while a basket of 

fruit had been relegated to a lower shelf. 

Duane reversed that arrangement.  

Duane was not making these changes in 

isolation. Throughout the process, he was 

clearly and regularly communicating with 

the food services program’s staff and 

customers to let them know why changes 

were being made and get input on 

different healthy food options. He has 

begun regularly surveying everyone who 

uses their services to find out how the 

changes are affecting healthy food 

behaviors as well as perceptions about 

Lincoln Hospital.  

Program Results  

Lincoln Hospital is already seeing changes 

in patterns of healthy food consumption. 

Demand for fried foods is decreasing, and 

the cafeteria staff has to make fewer 

servings of hamburgers and more of fish. 

The healthy snacks in the vending 

machines sell out long before the 

unhealthy snacks do. As for the fruit versus 

donuts on the cart near the checkout 

stand, Duane has watched as individuals 

have begun making the conscious choice to 

go for the healthy option. Apple sales have 

increased significantly over the past 

several months. 

Over time, Duane will be able to determine 

how these healthy food strategies are 

affecting the cafeteria’s operations and 

finances. From the surveys and a newly 

formed healthy eating focus group and 

with the ongoing help of the SRHD, he will 

learn how to modify and enhance the food 

offerings and increase customer and staff 

satisfaction.  

In the meantime, Lincoln Hospital is seeing 

other benefits from the new approach. The 

focus on healthy food in the facility has 

been included in their Quality Assurance 

program and is helping to meet new 

compliance requirements. During a recent 

inspection by surveyors from the state 

hospital licensure program, Lincoln 

Hospital’s dedication to healthy food 

received top compliments.  

From the commitment and leadership 

shown by senior managers to the creative 

and thoughtful strategies used in 

implementation, Lincoln Hospital is 

providing an outstanding example for all 

health care facilities in the region of how 

to promote health through one healthy 

meal at a time.  

 

State investments in 
community   
$1.62 million annually 

Number of years awarded 
4 

Number of funded 
communities 
5 

Total number of counties 
reached 
22 

Total potential reach 
2,108,010 adult community 
members 
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